
Central Lancashire Online Knowledge (CLoK)

Title Visual Depictions and Narrative Functions of Achilles’ Death in Homer’s The 
Iliad

Type Article
URL https://clok.uclan.ac.uk/52515/
DOI ##doi##
Date 2024
Citation Cromwell, Evander J. (2024) Visual Depictions and Narrative Functions of 

Achilles’ Death in Homer’s The Iliad. Art and Society, 3 (4). pp. 50-58. ISSN 
2709-9830 

Creators Cromwell, Evander J.

It is advisable to refer to the publisher’s version if you intend to cite from the work. ##doi##

For information about Research at UCLan please go to http://www.uclan.ac.uk/research/ 

All outputs in CLoK are protected by Intellectual Property Rights law, including Copyright law.  
Copyright, IPR and Moral Rights for the works on this site are retained by the individual authors 
and/or other copyright owners. Terms and conditions for use of this material are defined in the 
http://clok.uclan.ac.uk/policies/

http://www.uclan.ac.uk/research/
http://clok.uclan.ac.uk/policies/


 

 

 
 

 

Paradigm Academic Press 
Art and Society 

ISSN 2709-9830 

AUG. 2024 VOL.3, NO.4 
 

 

 

50 

Visual Depictions and Narrative Functions of Achilles’ Death in 

Homer’s The Iliad 

 

 

Evander J. Cromwell1 

1 University of Central Lancashire, UK 

Correspondence: Evander J. Cromwell, University of Central Lancashire, UK. 

 

doi:10.56397/AS.2024.08.06 

 

 

Abstract 

This paper explores the narrative strategies and symbolic significance of Achilles’ death in Homer’s The Iliad, 

focusing on how Homer employs visual depictions to enhance the hero’s image and convey the theme of 

mortality. Through a detailed analysis of textual foreshadowing, character reactions, and symbolic imagery, the 

study reveals how Achilles’ death serves as a central motif that underscores the epic’s themes of heroism and the 

inevitability of death. Additionally, the paper examines ancient Greek art, such as vase paintings and sculptures, 

to provide a visual complement to the literary narrative. These artistic representations capture key moments that 

highlight Achilles’ heroic status and the divine interventions that seal his fate, aligning closely with the literary 

themes of destiny and mortality. The research also considers the cultural and philosophical concerns of ancient 

Greek society, reflecting on how the interplay between literary and visual depictions reinforces the cultural belief 

in the power of fate and the transient nature of human life. By integrating textual and visual analyses, this paper 

offers a comprehensive understanding of the enduring legacy of Achilles and the thematic depth of The Iliad. 

Keywords: Achilles, The Iliad, heroism, mortality, visual depictions 

1. Introduction 

The Iliad, attributed to the ancient Greek poet Homer, is one of the most influential works in Western literature. 

Composed in the 8th century BCE, it chronicles a few weeks in the final year of the Trojan War, focusing on the 

heroics and tragedies of its characters. Central to the narrative is Achilles, the greatest warrior of the Greeks, 

whose rage and ultimate fate significantly shape the course of the epic. Achilles is depicted as a complex 

character, embodying both the heroic ideals and the vulnerabilities of humanity. His death, though not explicitly 

detailed in The Iliad, is foreshadowed throughout the text and serves as a pivotal moment that underscores the 

themes of heroism and mortality. 

The research focus of this paper is to explore the narrative strategies and symbolic significance of Achilles’ death 

in The Iliad. While the epic does not describe Achilles’ death directly, it provides numerous allusions and 

prophecies that build anticipation and lend a profound sense of inevitability to his demise. This paper will 

examine how Homer uses visual depictions and narrative techniques to enhance Achilles’ image and convey the 

overarching theme of mortality. By analyzing specific passages, character reactions, and the cultural context of 

ancient Greek art, this study aims to uncover the deeper meanings embedded in the portrayal of Achilles’ death. 

The thesis of this paper posits that Homer’s use of visual depictions and narrative strategies in The Iliad not only 

elevates Achilles’ heroic status but also profoundly explores the theme of mortality. Through vivid imagery and 

foreshadowing, Homer creates a powerful narrative that emphasizes the transient nature of life and the enduring 

legacy of heroic deeds. This analysis will demonstrate how Achilles’ death, though not explicitly depicted, is 

central to the epic’s exploration of human existence and the inevitability of death, reflecting the broader cultural 

and philosophical concerns of ancient Greek society. 
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Achilles’ death is foreshadowed in several key passages throughout The Iliad. For instance, in Book 1, Achilles 

himself acknowledges his fate when he says, “For my mother the goddess, silver-footed Thetis, tells me that two 

fates bear me on to the day of my death. If I remain here and fight by the city of the Trojans, then my 

homecoming is gone, but my glory will be everlasting” (Homer, trans. Lattimore, 1951, 1.415-418). This 

foreshadowing sets the stage for the audience to understand that Achilles’ heroism is intertwined with his 

mortality. 

Furthermore, the imagery associated with Achilles is rich with symbolic meaning. In Book 22, as Achilles faces 

Hector, the description of his armor and physical prowess is detailed with such intensity that it creates a visual 

representation of his invincibility and impending death. “And he shone among them like a star,” Homer writes, 

“the star that comes late in the autumn, clear-bright of all the stars in the evening sky” (Homer, trans. Lattimore, 

1951, 22.26-27). This star, symbolizing both his brilliance and his fate, reinforces the duality of his character as 

both supremely powerful and ultimately mortal. 

The reactions of other characters to the prophecy and eventual death of Achilles further highlight the narrative 

significance of his demise. The grief of Thetis, Achilles’ mother, and the mourning of his comrades, particularly 

Patroclus, underscore the emotional and thematic weight of his death. Thetis’ lament in Book 18, “Oh my child, 

my child, Achilles, why did I ever bear you?” (Homer, trans. Lattimore, 1951, 18.54), reflects the universal 

sorrow of losing a loved one, bridging the heroic narrative with the personal and emotional. 

In addition to the textual analysis, this paper will explore visual depictions of Achilles’ death in ancient Greek art. 

Vase paintings, sculptures, and other artworks from the period often depict scenes from The Iliad, including the 

death of Achilles. These visual representations provide a complementary perspective to the literary analysis, 

offering insights into how ancient Greek society viewed and commemorated their heroes. For example, the 

famous Attic vase by the painter Exekias depicts Achilles’ death in a way that emphasizes both his valor and 

vulnerability, capturing the moment of his fall with poignant detail (Boardman, 1974). 

Through a comprehensive analysis of textual and visual sources, this paper aims to demonstrate how the 

narrative and symbolic treatment of Achilles’ death in The Iliad serves to enhance the epic’s exploration of 

heroism and mortality. By examining the interplay between visual depictions and narrative strategies, this study 

will shed light on the enduring legacy of Achilles and the cultural significance of his story in ancient Greek 

literature and art. 

2. Literature Review 

The study of Achilles and visual imagery in The Iliad has been a rich field of scholarly inquiry, with numerous 

interpretations and analyses that explore the multifaceted dimensions of this central figure and the epic’s 

narrative techniques. This literature review will provide a comprehensive overview of key academic works on 

Achilles, the use of visual depictions in ancient Greek literature, and the narrative strategies employed by Homer. 

It will also identify gaps in the existing research that this paper aims to address. 

Achilles has been the subject of extensive scholarly analysis due to his complex character and pivotal role in The 

Iliad. Works such as Nagy (1999) have examined Achilles’ heroic qualities and his embodiment of the Greek 

heroic ideal. Nagy argues that Achilles represents the epitome of martial prowess and honor, yet his character is 

also marked by profound personal conflicts and a deep awareness of his mortality. This duality is central to 

understanding his actions and ultimate fate within the epic. Schein (1984) offers a comprehensive analysis of the 

thematic structure of The Iliad, focusing on how Achilles’ wrath and eventual reconciliation shape the narrative. 

Schein emphasizes the psychological depth of Achilles, highlighting the hero’s internal struggles and the 

emotional complexity of his relationships, particularly with Patroclus and Hector. This work underscores the 

narrative significance of Achilles’ death as a culmination of his personal and heroic journey. The visual imagery 

associated with Achilles has also been explored by scholars such as Taplin (1992), who investigates the 

descriptive passages in The Iliad that contribute to the vivid portrayal of Achilles. Taplin argues that Homer’s use 

of detailed and evocative imagery not only enhances the reader’s understanding of Achilles’ physical presence 

but also serves to highlight the hero’s symbolic role within the epic. These visual depictions, Taplin suggests, are 

integral to the narrative’s exploration of heroism and mortality. 

Visual Depictions in Ancient Greek Literature 

The role of visual imagery in ancient Greek literature has been a significant area of study, with scholars 

examining how descriptive language creates vivid mental pictures that enhance the narrative. Snodgrass (1998) 

discusses the importance of ekphrasis, or the detailed description of art objects, in Greek epic poetry. Snodgrass 

argues that these descriptions serve not only as decorative elements but also as crucial narrative devices that 

deepen the thematic resonance of the text. Morris (1992) explores the function of visual imagery in The Iliad, 

focusing on how Homer employs detailed descriptions to evoke emotional responses from the audience. Morris 

highlights the use of similes and metaphors that draw on familiar visual experiences, thereby creating a 
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connection between the reader and the epic’s heroic world. This study emphasizes the narrative power of visual 

imagery in conveying the epic’s themes of heroism, honor, and mortality. 

The narrative strategies employed by Homer in The Iliad have been the subject of extensive scholarly analysis, 

particularly regarding how they contribute to the development of themes and characters. de Jong (2004) 

examines the use of narrative techniques such as foreshadowing, flashbacks, and direct speech, arguing that 

these elements are essential for creating a dynamic and engaging narrative. De Jong highlights how Homer uses 

these techniques to build anticipation and emotional depth, particularly in relation to Achilles’ character and fate. 

Scodel (2008) provides an in-depth analysis of the structure and composition of The Iliad, focusing on how the 

narrative is constructed to emphasize key themes such as heroism and mortality. Scodel argues that the epic’s 

structure, with its interwoven plotlines and shifts in perspective, allows for a nuanced exploration of Achilles’ 

character and his ultimate demise. This study underscores the importance of narrative structure in enhancing the 

thematic impact of the epic. 

3. Visual Depictions of Achilles’ Death 

While The Iliad does not provide a direct account of Achilles’ death, the epic is rich with foreshadowing and 

imagery that hint at his demise. This indirect approach enhances the tragic anticipation surrounding his fate and 

imbues the narrative with a deeper sense of inevitability. One key passage that foreshadows Achilles’ death 

occurs in Book 1, where Achilles speaks to his mother, Thetis, about his dual fate: 

“For my mother the goddess, silver-footed Thetis, tells me that two fates bear me on to the day of my death. If I 

remain here and fight by the city of the Trojans, then my homecoming is gone, but my glory will be everlasting; 

whereas if I go home my glory dies, but it is my life that will be long, and the end of death will not overtake me 

quickly.” (Homer, trans. Lattimore, 1951, 1.415-418) 

This passage vividly captures the visual and existential choice Achilles faces, juxtaposing the fleeting nature of 

life with the enduring glory of heroic death. The imagery of “silver-footed Thetis” and the notion of “everlasting 

glory” create a powerful visual contrast that underscores the thematic tension between life and death. 

Another significant moment occurs in Book 18, following the death of Patroclus, where Thetis laments the 

inevitable fate of her son: 

“Oh my child, my child, Achilles, why did I ever bear you? Would that you could live your life without sorrow, 

without tears, since now your life must be brief and bitter beyond all men’s.” (Homer, trans. Lattimore, 1951, 

18.54-56) 

The sorrowful imagery in this passage, coupled with Thetis’ lament, evokes a sense of impending doom. The 

detailed visual depiction of Thetis’ grief highlights the personal cost of Achilles’ heroism and foreshadows the 

tragic end that awaits him. 

3.1 Comparative Analysis with Other Death Scenes 

The unique narrative treatment of Achilles’ death can be better understood through comparison with other death 

scenes in The Iliad. For instance, the death of Hector in Book 22 is described with graphic detail and immediate 

consequences: 

“And as a snake in the hills, guarding his hole, awaits a man, bloated with poison, and glaring terribly, coils back 

upon himself, so Hector would not give ground but held his steady position, shielded by the great shield’s 

covering.” (Homer, trans. Lattimore, 1951, 22.93-96) 

Hector’s death is depicted with intense visual and sensory details, emphasizing the physical struggle and the 

immediacy of his demise. The direct confrontation and vivid imagery serve to elevate the heroic qualities of both 

Hector and Achilles, but also to highlight the brutality of war. 

In contrast, the depiction of Achilles’ death, though not directly described, is enveloped in layers of prophecy 

and foreshadowing that create a more complex and nuanced narrative. The indirect approach heightens the 

anticipation and emotional impact, allowing the audience to engage with Achilles’ fate on a deeper level. 

3.2 Visual Imagery and Symbolism 

Homer’s use of visual imagery and symbolism is crucial in constructing the narrative around Achilles’ death. In 

Book 22, as Achilles approaches Hector, the description of his armor and physical presence is striking: 

“And he shone among them like a star, the star that comes late in the autumn, clear-bright of all the stars in the 

evening sky: the star they call Orion’s Dog (Orion’s Dog, the brightest of all), which rises to bring evil winter to 

men, and a great fever to women.” (Homer, trans. Lattimore, 1951, 22.25-31) 

The comparison to a star, specifically Orion’s Dog, serves as a powerful metaphor for Achilles’ brilliance and the 

foreboding of his death. The star’s association with winter and fever symbolizes both the hero’s inevitable end 
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and the destructive impact of his rage. This visual imagery enhances the thematic depth of the narrative, linking 

Achilles’ fate to cosmic and natural cycles. 

3.3 Cultural Context and Artistic Representations 

The visual depictions of Achilles’ death extend beyond the text of The Iliad into the realm of ancient Greek art. 

Vase paintings, sculptures, and other artistic representations from the period often depict scenes from the epic, 

providing additional layers of interpretation and meaning. For example, the Attic black-figure amphora by 

Exekias, dated to around 530 BCE, famously depicts Achilles and Ajax playing a game during a lull in the 

fighting, a scene that emphasizes the hero’s humanity and the calm before the storm (Boardman, 1974). 

In another example, the François Vase, a volute-krater from the mid-6th century BCE, includes scenes of 

Achilles’ exploits and his ultimate fall. These artistic depictions often highlight key moments from Achilles’ life 

and death, reinforcing his status as a cultural icon and hero. The imagery on these vases complements the 

narrative strategies employed by Homer, providing a visual counterpart to the literary foreshadowing and 

symbolism. 

4. Narrative Strategies 

4.1 Foreshadowing and Prophecies 

Homer employs foreshadowing and prophecies as central narrative strategies to build anticipation for Achilles’ 

death, creating a sense of inevitability and enhancing the epic’s dramatic tension. From the outset of The Iliad, 

Achilles’ fate is intertwined with the larger narrative, making his death a focal point around which the themes of 

heroism and mortality revolve. 

One of the earliest and most poignant examples of foreshadowing occurs in Book 1 when Achilles speaks to his 

mother, Thetis, about his dual fate. He articulates the choice between a long life without glory and a short, 

glorious life that will immortalize his name: 

“For my mother the goddess, silver-footed Thetis, tells me that two fates bear me on to the day of my death. If I 

remain here and fight by the city of the Trojans, then my homecoming is gone, but my glory will be everlasting; 

whereas if I go home my glory dies, but it is my life that will be long, and the end of death will not overtake me 

quickly.” (Homer, trans. Lattimore, 1951, 1.415-418) 

This passage sets the stage for the entire epic, presenting Achilles’ internal conflict and foreshadowing his 

eventual choice of a heroic death. The duality of his fate becomes a recurring motif, reminding readers of the 

hero’s mortal vulnerability despite his near-invincible prowess. 

Another significant instance of foreshadowing is found in Book 9, during the embassy to Achilles. Odysseus, 

Phoenix, and Ajax attempt to persuade Achilles to return to the battle. Achilles, however, reiterates his awareness 

of his destined death: 

“My mother Thetis, the goddess of the silver feet, tells me I carry two sorts of destiny toward the day of my 

death. Either, if I stay here and fight beside the city of the Trojans, my return home is gone, but my glory shall be 

everlasting; or if I return home to the beloved land of my fathers, the excellence of my glory is gone, but there 

will be a long life left for me, and my end in death will not come to me quickly.” (Homer, trans. Lattimore, 1951, 

9.410-416) 

The repetition of this prophecy reinforces the inescapable nature of Achilles’ fate and heightens the dramatic 

tension. Each reference to his dual destiny serves to remind the audience of the impending tragedy, building 

anticipation and emotional investment in his character arc. 

The theme of prophecy is further developed through the character of Hector, who, in Book 22, foresees Achilles’ 

death just before his own demise: 

“Yet I see your end near, and your death is not far away, and your destiny takes you to be killed by the hands of 

Achilles.” (Homer, trans. Lattimore, 1951, 22.358-360) 

Hector’s prophecy, delivered in the moment of his greatest vulnerability, serves as a narrative bridge linking the 

fates of the two heroes. It foreshadows Achilles’ own death while underscoring the interconnectedness of their 

destinies. This prophetic linkage enhances the epic’s exploration of fate and the human condition, emphasizing 

the inevitability of mortality even for the greatest of heroes. 

4.2 Reactions of Key Characters 

The reactions of other characters to the prophecy and eventual death of Achilles further highlight the narrative 

significance of his demise. These responses not only add depth to the narrative but also serve to underscore the 

thematic resonance of Achilles’ death within the epic. 

Thetis, Achilles’ mother, provides one of the most poignant reactions. Her lamentations in Book 18, upon 
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hearing of Patroclus’ death and foreseeing Achilles’ impending fate, capture the deep sorrow and helplessness of 

a mother facing the loss of her son: 

“Oh my child, my child, Achilles, why did I ever bear you? Would that you could live your life without sorrow, 

without tears, since now your life must be brief and bitter beyond all men’s.” (Homer, trans. Lattimore, 1951, 

18.54-56) 

Thetis’ grief highlights the personal cost of Achilles’ heroism and the tragic inevitability of his fate. Her 

emotional response adds a layer of human vulnerability to the epic’s portrayal of divine and heroic figures, 

bridging the gap between the mortal and the immortal. 

Achilles’ own reaction to the death of Patroclus, his closest companion, serves as a critical moment that propels 

him toward his destiny. In Book 18, upon learning of Patroclus’ death, Achilles experiences a profound 

transformation: 

“A black cloud of sorrow closed on Achilles. He took the sooty ashes and poured them on his head and defiled 

his handsome face, and the black ashes settled on his fragrant tunic. He lay full length in the dust, and tearing at 

his hair, defiled it with his own hands.” (Homer, trans. Lattimore, 1951, 18.22-27) 

This visceral reaction underscores the depth of Achilles’ grief and rage, driving him back into battle with a 

renewed, yet fatalistic, resolve. His response to Patroclus’ death catalyzes his acceptance of his own mortality 

and his embrace of the heroic destiny foretold by the prophecies. 

Additionally, the collective reaction of the Greek army to the prophecy and eventual death of Achilles amplifies 

the narrative impact. The mourning and reverence shown by his comrades highlight Achilles’ significance as a 

hero whose death marks a pivotal moment in the war. The Greek warriors’ lamentations and the rituals 

performed in his honor reflect the cultural and symbolic importance of his character, reinforcing the themes of 

honor, glory, and the human cost of war. 

Homer’s use of foreshadowing, prophecies, and character reactions as narrative strategies in The Iliad effectively 

builds anticipation for Achilles’ death and enhances the epic’s exploration of heroism and mortality. Through 

detailed imagery, recurring motifs, and emotional responses, these strategies create a rich and multifaceted 

portrayal of Achilles’ fate, underscoring the inevitability of his demise and its profound impact on the narrative. 

The interplay between these elements not only elevates Achilles’ heroic image but also deepens the thematic 

resonance of the epic, making The Iliad a timeless reflection on the human condition. 

5. Symbolic Significance 

5.1 Achilles’ Heroic Status 

Achilles’ death in The Iliad serves to elevate his heroic status within the epic, underscoring the ancient Greek 

ideals of heroism, honor, and glory. Throughout the narrative, Achilles is depicted as the quintessential Greek 

hero, possessing unparalleled strength, martial prowess, and a deeply ingrained sense of honor. His death, though 

not explicitly depicted in the text, is foreshadowed and anticipated in a manner that magnifies his heroism and 

solidifies his legacy. 

The concept of heroism in ancient Greek culture is intricately linked to the notion of kleos, or everlasting glory, 

achieved through great deeds in battle. Achilles embodies this ideal, and his choice to pursue a short life filled 

with glory over a long but obscure existence highlights his commitment to this heroic code. As noted by Nagy 

(1999), Achilles’ decision to prioritize kleos over personal longevity is central to his character and is celebrated 

in the epic tradition: 

“For my mother the goddess, silver-footed Thetis, tells me that two fates bear me on to the day of my death. If I 

remain here and fight by the city of the Trojans, then my homecoming is gone, but my glory will be everlasting; 

whereas if I go home my glory dies, but it is my life that will be long, and the end of death will not overtake me 

quickly.” (Homer, trans. Lattimore, 1951, 1.415-418) 

Achilles’ awareness of his impending death and his conscious acceptance of it as a means to eternal glory elevate 

him to a status that transcends the mortal realm. His death, therefore, is not merely an end but a culmination of 

his heroic journey, reinforcing his status as a legendary figure whose name will endure through the ages. 

Furthermore, the reactions of other characters to Achilles’ death underscore his elevated status. The mourning of 

his comrades and the rituals performed in his honor reflect the profound impact of his loss on the Greek army. 

This collective grief, coupled with the reverence shown towards Achilles, amplifies the symbolic significance of 

his death. As Schein (1984) points out, the rituals and lamentations surrounding Achilles’ death highlight his 

exceptional status among the warriors: 

“The mourning and reverence shown by the Greek army to Achilles at the time of his death underscores his 

importance not only as a warrior but as a symbolic figure of heroic ideals.” (Schein, 1984, p. 102) 
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Achilles’ heroic status is further cemented by the fact that his death is prophesied and anticipated throughout the 

epic. This narrative strategy not only builds dramatic tension but also elevates Achilles to a mythic status, 

making his death a pivotal event in the Trojan War saga. 

5.2 Theme of Mortality 

The broader theme of mortality is a central motif in The Iliad, and Achilles’ death encapsulates this theme in 

profound and multifaceted ways. The epic explores the inevitability of death and the human desire to achieve 

meaning and glory despite the transient nature of life. Achilles’ journey and ultimate fate serve as a powerful 

meditation on mortality and the human condition. 

Achilles’ acceptance of his mortality is a key aspect of his character development. His initial rage and 

withdrawal from battle are driven by personal grievances, but as the narrative progresses, he becomes 

increasingly aware of his destiny and the limitations of his mortal existence. This awareness is poignantly 

expressed in his conversations with his mother, Thetis, and in his reflections on the death of Patroclus. The 

prophecy delivered by Thetis in Book 18 encapsulates this existential realization: 

“Oh my child, my child, Achilles, why did I ever bear you? Would that you could live your life without sorrow, 

without tears, since now your life must be brief and bitter beyond all men’s.” (Homer, trans. Lattimore, 1951, 

18.54-56) 

Thetis’ lament underscores the inevitability of Achilles’ fate and the sorrow that accompanies the knowledge of 

one’s mortality. This theme is further reinforced through the imagery and symbolism associated with Achilles. 

For example, the simile comparing Achilles to a star in Book 22 highlights both his brilliance and the fleeting 

nature of his life: 

“And he shone among them like a star, the star that comes late in the autumn, clear-bright of all the stars in the 

evening sky: the star they call Orion’s Dog (Orion’s Dog, the brightest of all), which rises to bring evil winter to 

men, and a great fever to women.” (Homer, trans. Lattimore, 1951, 22.25-31) 

This imagery serves as a metaphor for Achilles’ heroic yet ephemeral existence, emphasizing the transient beauty 

and inevitable decline that characterize the human condition. The star’s association with winter and fever also 

symbolizes the destructive consequences of Achilles’ rage and the inevitability of death. 

Moreover, Achilles’ death serves as a focal point for exploring the broader philosophical and cultural concerns of 

ancient Greek society. The tension between the desire for kleos and the inevitability of mortality reflects the 

existential dilemmas faced by individuals in a world where honor and glory are paramount. As Scodel (2008) 

notes, the interplay between these themes is central to the epic’s exploration of human existence: 

“The tension between the pursuit of glory and the acceptance of mortality is a defining characteristic of Achilles’ 

journey, reflecting the broader existential concerns of ancient Greek culture.” (Scodel, 2008, p. 45) 

The narrative strategies employed by Homer, including foreshadowing, prophecies, and symbolic imagery, serve 

to deepen the thematic exploration of mortality in The Iliad. By intertwining Achilles’ personal journey with the 

broader themes of heroism and death, Homer creates a rich and nuanced portrayal of the human condition, one 

that resonates with audiences across time and cultures. 

Achilles’ death in The Iliad serves as a powerful symbol that elevates his heroic status and encapsulates the 

theme of mortality. Through the use of foreshadowing, prophecies, and symbolic imagery, Homer creates a 

narrative that not only highlights Achilles’ unparalleled heroism but also delves into the existential realities of 

human life. The reactions of other characters and the cultural rituals surrounding his death further underscore his 

significance, making his demise a central moment in the epic’s exploration of heroism and mortality. In this way, 

Achilles’ death transcends the narrative, offering profound insights into the human condition and the enduring 

quest for meaning and glory. 

6. Visual Depictions in Ancient Art 

Ancient Greek art provides a rich visual complement to the literary depictions found in The Iliad, offering 

unique insights into how Achilles’ death was perceived and commemorated in Greek culture. Vase paintings, 

sculptures, and other artistic representations capture key moments from Achilles’ life and death, highlighting his 

heroism and the themes of mortality that permeate his story. One of the most famous visual representations of 

Achilles’ death is found on the Attic black-figure amphora by Exekias, dating to around 530 BCE. This amphora, 

currently housed in the Vatican Museums, depicts Achilles and Ajax playing a game of dice during a lull in the 

fighting. While this scene does not depict his death directly, it emphasizes the humanity and camaraderie of 

Achilles, setting a poignant contrast to his heroic demise (Boardman, 1974). The choice of this moment by 

Exekias underscores the theme of mortality by illustrating the fleeting nature of life and the moments of respite 

amidst the chaos of war. A more direct depiction of Achilles’ death is found on the famous François Vase, a 

volute-krater from the mid-6th century BCE. The vase, created by Kleitias and Ergotimos, includes scenes from 
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various mythological events, including the death of Achilles. In one panel, Achilles is shown being struck by 

Paris’ arrow, guided by Apollo, highlighting the divine intervention that seals his fate (Shapiro, 2013). This 

depiction aligns with the narrative in The Iliad, where the gods play a crucial role in the lives and deaths of 

mortals, emphasizing the inevitability of Achilles’ demise and the overarching theme of fate. Another significant 

representation is found in the Tabula Iliaca, a series of miniature reliefs from the late 1st century BCE that 

illustrate scenes from the Trojan War. One relief shows the moment of Achilles’ death, with Paris aiming his bow 

and the figure of Apollo guiding the arrow. This depiction reinforces the literary account of divine involvement 

and the tragic heroism of Achilles, as his death is orchestrated by the gods despite his unparalleled prowess 

(Hölscher, 2000). 

6.1 Comparison with Literary Descriptions in The Iliad 

The visual depictions of Achilles’ death in ancient art provide a valuable perspective that complements Homer’s 

literary descriptions. While The Iliad does not narrate the actual death of Achilles, it foreshadows it through 

prophecies and divine interventions, creating a sense of inevitability that is vividly captured in these artistic 

representations. In the literary text, Achilles’ death is prophesied by Hector in his final moments, linking the two 

heroes’ fates and emphasizing the role of destiny: 

“Yet I see your end near, and your death is not far away, and your destiny takes you to be killed by the hands of 

Achilles.” (Homer, trans. Lattimore, 1951, 22.358-360) 

This prophecy, coupled with the visual depictions of Achilles’ death in art, underscores the theme of predestined 

fate. The artistic representations often emphasize the involvement of the gods, particularly Apollo, aligning with 

the literary narrative that divine forces shape the heroes’ destinies. The consistency between the visual and 

literary depictions reinforces the cultural belief in the power of fate and the gods in determining human 

outcomes. Moreover, the artistic focus on key moments, such as the guidance of Paris’ arrow by Apollo, 

highlights the themes of heroism and mortality that are central to Achilles’ story. These visual depictions serve to 

immortalize Achilles’ heroic status, much like the literary foreshadowing in The Iliad that ensures his name and 

deeds will be remembered for eternity. 

6.2 Cultural Significance and Influence on Later Artistic and Literary Works 

The visual depictions of Achilles’ death in ancient Greek art not only complement the literary narratives but also 

reflect the broader cultural and philosophical concerns of the time. These artistic representations emphasize the 

heroic ideals and the inevitable nature of mortality, themes that were deeply embedded in Greek culture. The 

portrayal of Achilles in art served to reinforce the values of heroism and honor that were central to Greek society. 

By immortalizing Achilles in scenes that highlight both his martial prowess and his tragic end, these artworks 

contributed to the cultural memory of Achilles as the epitome of the Greek hero. The visual emphasis on his 

death, often involving divine intervention, underscores the belief in the gods’ influence over human fate, a theme 

that resonated strongly in ancient Greek thought (Neer, 2012). These artistic depictions also had a significant 

influence on later artistic and literary works. The Renaissance period, in particular, saw a revival of interest in 

classical themes, and artists such as Peter Paul Rubens and Nicolas Poussin drew inspiration from ancient Greek 

art and literature in their portrayals of mythological subjects, including Achilles. Rubens’ painting The Death of 

Achilles (circa 1630) vividly captures the dramatic moment of Achilles’ demise, echoing the themes and visual 

motifs found in ancient Greek art (Held, 1982). In literature, the legacy of Achilles’ death continued to inspire 

writers and poets. The Roman poet Statius, in his epic Achilleid, expands on the life and death of Achilles, 

drawing heavily from both the literary and visual traditions established by the Greeks. The enduring fascination 

with Achilles’ story in both visual and literary arts highlights the profound impact of these ancient depictions on 

the cultural imagination. 

The visual depictions of Achilles’ death in ancient Greek art provide a rich and multifaceted perspective that 

complements and enhances the literary narrative found in The Iliad. Through detailed analysis of key artworks, 

such as the Attic black-figure amphora by Exekias, the François Vase, and the Tabula Iliaca, this section has 

explored how ancient artists captured the heroic and tragic dimensions of Achilles’ story. These representations 

not only align with Homer’s literary foreshadowing but also emphasize the cultural significance of heroism, 

mortality, and divine intervention in ancient Greek society. Furthermore, the influence of these visual depictions 

on later artistic and literary traditions underscores their enduring legacy and the timeless appeal of Achilles’ tale. 

7. Conclusion 

The exploration of Achilles’ death in Homer’s The Iliad reveals the intricate narrative and symbolic strategies 

that Homer employs to enhance the epic’s thematic depth. Through a detailed analysis of textual foreshadowing, 

character reactions, and symbolic imagery, this study has shown how Achilles’ death serves as a central motif 

that underscores the themes of heroism and mortality. The visual depictions of Achilles’ death in ancient Greek 

art, such as the works of Exekias and Kleitias, complement the literary narrative by providing a rich visual 
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context that reinforces the cultural and symbolic significance of Achilles’ story. These artistic representations 

capture key moments that highlight Achilles’ heroic status and the inevitability of his fate, aligning closely with 

the literary themes of divine intervention and predestined destiny. Achilles’ heroic status is elevated through both 

the narrative strategies in The Iliad and the visual depictions in ancient art. Homer’s use of foreshadowing and 

prophecy builds a sense of inevitability around Achilles’ death, creating dramatic tension and emotional depth. 

The reactions of key characters, particularly Thetis and the Greek army, further underscore the significance of 

Achilles’ demise, reflecting the profound impact of his loss on the narrative and the cultural memory of the 

Greek heroic ideal. The theme of mortality is central to both the literary and visual portrayals of Achilles. 

Homer’s narrative, with its focus on the duality of Achilles’ fate and the inevitability of death, provides a 

poignant exploration of the human condition. The visual depictions in ancient art, which often emphasize the 

role of the gods in Achilles’ death, reinforce the cultural belief in the power of fate and the transient nature of 

human life. Together, these elements create a multifaceted portrayal of Achilles that resonates with the broader 

philosophical and cultural concerns of ancient Greek society. 

The study of Achilles’ death in The Iliad and its visual depictions in ancient Greek art opens several avenues for 

further research. One potential area of investigation is the comparative analysis of Achilles’ portrayal across 

different ancient Greek literary works, such as the Achilleid by Statius and other later adaptations. Examining 

how different authors interpret and expand upon Homer’s depiction of Achilles can provide insights into the 

evolving nature of his character and the enduring appeal of his story. Another area for further research is the 

exploration of the reception and adaptation of Achilles’ story in various cultural contexts, both ancient and 

modern. Investigating how different cultures have interpreted and represented Achilles’ death in literature, art, 

and popular media can shed light on the universal themes and enduring legacy of his narrative. This comparative 

approach can also reveal how the symbolic significance of Achilles’ death has been reinterpreted to reflect 

changing cultural values and philosophical perspectives. Additionally, a more in-depth study of the intersection 

between literary and visual representations of Achilles’ death can provide a comprehensive understanding of the 

cultural and artistic milieu of ancient Greece. This could involve a detailed examination of other ancient Greek 

artworks, including lesser-known vase paintings, sculptures, and reliefs, to uncover new perspectives on how 

Achilles’ death was visualized and commemorated. Such research can enhance our understanding of the 

relationship between literature and visual art in ancient Greek culture and the ways in which these mediums 

influenced and reinforced each other. 

Achilles’ death in The Iliad stands as a powerful testament to the themes of heroism and mortality that lie at the 

heart of ancient Greek literature and art. Through the interplay of narrative strategies and visual depictions, 

Homer’s epic and the corresponding artworks create a rich and enduring portrayal of Achilles that continues to 

captivate and inspire. By examining the multifaceted dimensions of Achilles’ death, this study has highlighted 

the profound cultural and symbolic significance of his story, offering new insights into the timeless appeal of The 

Iliad and its central hero. As we continue to explore the legacy of Achilles and the cultural heritage of ancient 

Greece, it is essential to consider both the literary and visual dimensions of his narrative. Through 

interdisciplinary research and a deeper appreciation of the artistic and literary traditions of the past, we can gain 

a more comprehensive understanding of the enduring power of Achilles’ story and its relevance to the human 

experience. 

References 

Boardman, J., (1974). Greek Art. Thames & Hudson. 

Hölscher, T., (2000). The Language of Images in Roman Art. Cambridge University Press. 

Homer., (1951). The Iliad (R. Lattimore, Trans.). University of Chicago Press. 

Nagy, G., (1999). The Best of the Achaeans: Concepts of the Hero in Archaic Greek Poetry. Johns Hopkins 

University Press. 

Neer, R. T., (2012). Greek Art and Archaeology: A New History, c. 2500-c. 150 BCE. Thames & Hudson. 

Schein, S. L., (1984). The Mortal Hero: An Introduction to Homer’s Iliad. University of California Press. 

Scodel, R., (2008). Epic Facework: Self-presentation and Social Interaction in Homer. Classical Press of Wales. 

Snodgrass, A. M., (1998). Homer and the Artists: Text and Picture in Early Greek Art. Cambridge University 

Press. 

Taplin, O., (1992). Homeric Soundings: The Shaping of the Iliad. Clarendon Press. 

H. A. Shapiro, Mario Iozzo, Adrienne Lezzi-Hafter, (2013). The François Vase: New Perspectives (2 vols.). 

Akanthus proceedings 3. Kilchberg, Zurich: Akanthus. 

Held, J. S., (1982). Peter Paul Rubens: The Life of Achilles. Princeton University Press. 



ART AND SOCIETY                                                                           AUG. 2024 VOL.3, NO.4 

58 

Morris, I., (1992). Death-Ritual and Social Structure in Classical Antiquity. Cambridge University Press. 

de Jong, I. J. F., (2004). Narrators and Focalizers: The Presentation of the Story in the Iliad. Bristol Classical 

Press. 

 

 

Copyrights 

Copyright for this article is retained by the author(s), with first publication rights granted to the journal. 

This is an open-access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution 

license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). 

 

 


